Contemporary Figures React to John 
Brown’s Raid and Execution 


William Lloyd Garrison on John Brown's Raid (1859) 


William Lloyd Garrison was an influential abolitionist in the years leading up to the Civil War. 
In 1831 he founded the newspaper The Liberator, which he continued to publish until the end of 
the war in 1865. The most vocal proponent of an immediate end to slavery, Garrison also 
supported women’s rights. Although Garrison advocated nonviolent tactics, his public speeches 
often brought on violent disagreement, and he was sometimes physically beaten by his 
opponents. He was, understandably, particularly unpopular in the South. In October 1859, John 
Brown, an ardent abolitionist who had been prominent in the fight over slavery in Kansas, led an 
interracial group of men who took over a federal arsenal in Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, hoping to 
spark a slave revolt. Brown and some of his men were captured after a gunfight with federal 
troops under the command of Robert E. Lee. Brown was tried for treason, murder, and 
conspiracy; found guilty; and executed on December 2, 1859. His actions and execution were 
major events in the story of American slavery and abolition. Liberator, December 16, 1859 


....As to his trial, I affirm that it was an awful mockery, before heaven and earth! He 
was not tried in a court of Justice. Mark how they crowded the counts together in one indictment- 
-Murder, Treason, and Insurrection! Of what was John Brown convicted? Who knows? Perhaps 
some of the jury convicted him of treason; others of murder; and others, again, of insurrection. 
Who can tell? There was no trial on any specific point. John Brown has been judicially 
assassinated .. . 


Was John Brown justified in his attempt? Yes, if Washington was in his; if Warren and 
Hancock were in theirs. If men are justified in striking a blow for freedom, when the question is 
one of a three penny tax on tea, then, I say, they are a thousand times more justified, when it is to 
save fathers, mothers, wives and children from the slave-coffle and the auction-block, and to 
restore to them their God-given rights. (Loud applause.) Was John Brown justified in interfering 
in behalf of the slave population of Virginia, to secure their freedom and independence? Yes, if 
LaFayette was justified in interfering to help our revolutionary fathers... If you believe in the 
right of assisting men to fight for freedom who are of your own color--(God knows nothing of 
color or complexion--human rights know nothing of these distinctions)--then you must cover, not 
only with a mantle of charity, but with the admiration of your hearts, the effort of John Brown at 
Harper's Ferry....... 


I am a non-resistant and I not only desire, but have labored unremittingly to effect, the 
peaceful abolition of slavery, by an appeal to the reason and conscience of the slaveholder; yet, 
as a peace man--an "ultra" peace man--I am prepared to say, "Success to every slave insurrection 
at the South, and in every slave country." (Enthusiastic applause.) And I do not see how I 
compromise or stain my peace profession in making that declaration. Whenever there is a contest 


between the oppressed and the oppressor,-- the weapons being equal between the parties,--God 
knows my heart must be with the oppressed, and always against the oppressor. Therefore, 
whenever commenced, I cannot but wish success to all slave insurrections. (Loud applause.) I 
thank God when men who believe in the right and duty of wielding carnal weapons are so far 
advanced that they will take those weapons out of the scale of despotism, and throw them into 
the scale of freedom. It is an indication of progress, and a positive moral growth; it is one way to 
get up to the sublime platform of non-resistance; and it is God's method of dealing retribution 
upon the head of the tyrant. Rather than see men wear their chains in a cowardly and servile 
spirit, I would, as an advocate of peace, much rather see them breaking the head of the tyrant 
with their chains. Give me, as a non-resistant, Bunker Hill, and Lexington, and Concord, rather 
than the cowardice and servility of a Southern slave plantation. 


Owen Lovejoy Refuses to Denounce John Brown 


Reverend Owen Lovejoy was a prominent New England abolitionist whose brother was killed by 
a pro-slavery mob in 1837 for running an abolitionist paper. Lovejoy became a state legislator 
in Illinois and eventually a four-term Congressman for the state of Illinois. All the while he 
helped slaves escape into Canada in violation of the Fugitive Slave Act. 


Now, what about John Brown! [Cries of "Let's have it!"] This affair of John Brown 
brings us to the reality of things. This raid confronts us with slavery, and makes us ask, is 
slaveholding right? and if so, what rights has it? When the curtain rose and startled the nation 
with this tragedy, John Brown lay there like a wounded lion with his head upon his paws, a sabre 
cut on his brow, bayonet gashes in his side, the blood oozing out, and life itself apparently 
ebbing fast; around were certain little specimens of the canine species, snuffing and smelling, 
and finally one of them yelped out: "Mr. Lion, was the old warhorse that pastures on the Western 
Reserve with you on this expedition?" The lion slowly raised his head, cast a disdainful side 
glance upon the inquirer, growled out a contemptuous negative, and reposed his head as before. 


In regard to John Brown, you want me to curse him. I will not curse John Brown. You 
want me to pour out execrations upon the head of old Ossawatomie. Though all the slaveholding 
Balaks in the country fill their houses with silver, and proffer it, I will not curse John Brown. I do 
honestly condemn what he did, from my stand-point, and with my convictions I disapprove of 
his action, that is true; but I believe that his purpose was a good one; that so far as his own 
motives before God were concerned, they were honest and truthful; and no one can deny that he 
stands head and shoulders above any other character that appeared on the stage in that tragedy, 
from beginning to end; from the time be entered the armory there, to the time when he was 
strangled by Governor "Fussation." [General laughter. ] 


He was not guilty of murder or treason. He did unquestionably violate the statute against 
aiding slaves to escape; but no blood was shed, except by the panic-stricken multitude, till 
Stevens was fired upon while waving a flag of truce. The only murder was that of Thompson, 
who was snatched from the heroic protection of a woman, and riddled with balls at the railroad 
bridge. Despotism has seldom sacrificed three nobler victims than Brown, Stevens, and Hazlittt. 


John Copeland on John Brown, 1859 


Copeland was a free black and prominent abolitionist in Ohio. He joined Brown’s raid on 
Harper’s Ferry and was executed shortly after Brown. His family tried and failed to recover his 
body which was turned over to medical students for dissection. 


Not that I am terrified by the gallows which I see staring me in the face, and 
upon which I am so soon to stand and suffer death for doing what George 
Washington, the so-called father of his great but slavery-cursed country, was made a 
hero for doing... And now, brother, for having lent my aid to a General no less brave, 
and engaged in a cause no less honorable and glorious, I am to suffer death. 
Washington entered the field to fight for the freedom of the American people- not for 
the white men alone, but for both black and white. Nor were they white men alone 
who fought for the freedom of this country. The blood of black men flowed as freely 
as that of white men. Yes, the very first blood that was spilt was that of a negro. It was 
the blood of that heroic man, (though black he was,) Crispus Attucks. And some of 
the very last blood shed was that of black men. To the truth of this, history, though 
prejudiced is compelled to attest. It is true that black men did an equal share of the 
fighting for American Independence, and they were assured by the whites that they 
should share equal benefits for so doing. But after having performed their part 
honorably, they were by the whites most treacherously deceived- they refusing to 
fulfill their part of the contract. But this you know as well as I do, and I will therefore 
make no more in reference to the claims which we, as colored men, have on the 
American people. 


It was a sense of the wrongs which we have suffered that prompted the noble 
but unfortunate Captain Brown and his associates to attempt to give freedom to a 
small number, at least of those who are now held by cruel and unusual laws, and by 
no less cruel and unjust men. To this freedom they were entitled by every known 
principal of justice and humanity, and for the enjoyment of it God created them. And 
how dear brother, could I die in a more noble cause? Could I, brother die in a manner 
and for a cause which would induce true and honest men more to honor me and angels 
more readily to receive me to their happy home of everlasting joy above? I imagine 
that I hear you and all of you mother, father, sisters and brothers, say- "No there is not 
a cause for which we with less sorrow, could see you die." Believe me when I tell 
you, that though shut up in prison and under sentence of death, I have spent some very 
happy hours here. And were it not that I know that the heart of those to whom I am 
attached by the nearest and most endearing ties of blood relationship- yea, by the 
closest and strongest ties that God has instituted- will be filled with sorrow, I would 
almost as lief die now as at any time, for I feel that I am now prepared to meet my 
Maker. 


William Gilmore Simms Offers a Southern Reaction, 1860 


Simms was a pro-slavery writer, novelist, and politician from South Carolina. In his letter, 
Simms references the 1860 slave plots in Texas. Centered around the now-Dallas area of 
Northern Texas, these “plots” were a mass panic by Southern whites who lynched dozens of 
slaves in response to wild rumors and speculations of slave uprisings and other deeds that 
appear to have never actually occurred. 


Why, my dear deluded friend, do you still desire to save the Union? Of what sort of 
value, to a Christian man, is that sort of union which persists in keeping men in the same 
household, who hate and blaspheme each other’?.. 


I look in vain, my excellent friend, among all your excellent letters to me, to find one 
single expression of your horror at the John Brown raid in Virginia! Your indignation, I suppose, 
was So intense as to keep you dumb! I cannot, of course, suppose that you were indifferent! Oh! 
No; your expression of love forbid that idea! So, too, I see not a word of your wrath and 
indignation, in any of these letters, at the burnings of our towns, and the poisonings of our 
fountains, in Texas*, by creatures of the same kidney with the vulture Brown! And when Brown 
is made a martyr of in the North, and his day made a sacred record in the Northern calendar, I do 
not perceive that you covered your head with sackcloth and ashes, and wrote to me lamenting! 


Henry David Thoreau, 1859 


Henry David Thoreau’s long essay, “A Plea for Captain John Brown,” was penned in the month 
leading up to Brown’s execution. More than a call for clemency (which no one believed was 
coming), it was a call for Northern abolitionists to adopt Brown’s militancy in opposing slavery 
and the government that supported it. 


A man does a brave and humane deed, and at once, on all sides, we hear people and parties 
declaring, "I didn't do it, nor countenance him to do it, in any conceivable way. It can't be fairly 
inferred from my past career." I, for one, am not interested to hear you define your position. I 
don't know that I ever was, or ever shall be. I think it is mere egotism, or impertinent at this time. 
Ye needn't take so much pains to wash your skirts of him. No intelligent man will ever be 
convinced that he was any creature of yours. He went and came, as he himself informs us, "under 
the auspices of John Brown and nobody else." The Republican party does not perceive how 
many his failure will make to vote more correctly than they would have them. They have 
counted the votes of Pennsylvania & Co., but they have not correctly counted Captain Brown's 
vote... 


Insane! A father and six sons, and one son-in-law, and several more men besides,--as many 
at least as twelve disciples,--all struck with insanity at once; while the same tyrant holds with a 
firmer gripe than ever his four millions of slaves, and a thousand sane editors, his abettors, are 


saving their country and their bacon! Just as insane were his efforts in Kansas. Ask the tyrant 
who is his most dangerous foe, the sane man or the insane? Do the thousands who know him 
best, who have rejoiced at his deeds in Kansas, and have afforded him material aid there, think 
him insane? Such a use of this word is a mere trope with most who persist in using it, and I have 
no doubt that many of the rest have already in silence retracted their words. 


Read his admirable answers to Mason and others. How they are dwarfed and defeated by the 
contrast! On the one side, half-brutish, half-timid questioning; on the other, truth, clear as 
lightning, crashing into their obscene temples. They are made to stand with Pilate, and Gesler, 
and the Inquisition. How ineffectual their speech and action! and what a void their silence! They 
are but helpless tools in this great work. It was no human power that gathered them about this 
preacher... 


"All is quiet at Harper's Ferry," say the journals. What is the character of that calm which 
follows when the law and the slaveholder prevail? I regard this event as a touchstone designed to 
bring out, with glaring distinctness, the character of this government. We needed to be thus 
assisted to see it by the light of history. It needed to see itself. When a government puts forth its 
strength on the side of injustice, as ours to maintain slavery and kill the liberators of the slave, it 
reveals itself a merely brute force, or worse, a demoniacal force. It is the head of the Plug-Uglies. 
It is more manifest than ever that tyranny rules. I see this government to be effectually allied 
with France and Austria in oppressing mankind. There sits a tyrant holding fettered four millions 
of slaves; here comes their heroic liberator. This most hypocritical and diabolical government 
looks up from its seat on the gasping four millions, and inquires with an assumption of 
innocence: "What do you assault me for? Am I not an honest man? Cease agitation on this 
subject, or I will make a slave of you, too, or else hang you." 


We talk about a representative government; but what a monster of a government is that 
where the noblest faculties of the mind, and the whole heart, are not represented. A semi-human 
tiger or ox, stalking over the earth, with its heart taken out and the top of its brain shot away. 
Heroes have fought well on their stumps when their legs were shot off, but I never heard of any 
good done by such a government as that. 


The only government that I recognize,--and it matters not how few are at the head of it, or 
how small its army,--is that power that establishes justice in the land, never that which 
establishes injustice. What shall we think of a government to which all the truly brave and just 
men in the land are enemies, standing between it and those whom it oppresses? A government 
that pretends to be Christian and crucifies a million Christs every day! 


Treason! Where does such treason take its rise? I cannot help thinking of you as you deserve, 
ye governments. Can you dry up the fountains of thought? High treason, when it is resistance to 
tyranny here below, has its origin in, and is first committed by, the power that makes and forever 
recreates man. When you have caught and hung all these human rebels, you have accomplished 
nothing but your own guilt, for you have not struck at the fountain-head. You presume to 
contend with a foe against whom West Point cadets and rifled cannon point not. Can all the art of 
the cannon-founder tempt matter to turn against its maker? Is the form in which the founder 
thinks he casts it more essential than the constitution of it and of himself?.. 


It was his peculiar doctrine that a man has a perfect right to interfere by force with the 
slaveholder, in order to rescue the slave. I agree with him. They who are continually shocked by 
slavery have some right to be shocked by the violent death of the slaveholder, but no others. 
Such will be more shocked by his life than by his death. I shall not be forward to think him 
mistaken in his method who quickest succeeds to liberate the slave. I speak for the slave when I 
say that I prefer the philanthropy of Captain Brown to that philanthropy which neither shoots me 
nor liberates me... 


Abraham Lincoln Dismisses Brown’s Raid, 1860 


In this address which Lincoln gave in New York City while campaigning for office, he tries to 
assure pro-slavery elements in the North that he is no radical abolitionist like Brown. This effort 
at using “radical centrism” to appease the Right worked so well that in just over a year the 
South had seceded and the Civil War had begun. 


You charge that we stir up insurrections among your slaves. We deny it; and what is your proof? 
Harper's Ferry! John Brown!! John Brown was no Republican; and you have failed to implicate a 
single Republican in his Harper's Ferry enterprise. If any member of our party is guilty in that 
matter, you know it or you do not know it. If you do know it, you are inexcusable for not 
designating the man and proving the fact. If you do not know it, you are inexcusable for asserting 
it, and especially for persisting in the assertion after you have tried and failed to make the proof. 
You need not be told that persisting in a charge which one does not know to be true, is simply 
malicious slander. 


Some of you admit that no Republican designedly aided or encouraged the Harper's Ferry affair; 
but still insist that our doctrines and declarations necessarily lead to such results. We do not 
believe it. We know we hold to no doctrine, and make no declaration, which were not held to and 
made by "our fathers who framed the Government under which we live." You never dealt fairly 
by us in relation to this affair. When it occurred, some important State elections were near at 
hand, and you were in evident glee with the belief that, by charging the blame upon us, you 
could get an advantage of us in those elections. The elections came, and your expectations were 
not quite fulfilled. Every Republican man knew that, as to himself at least, your charge was a 
slander, and he was not much inclined by it to cast his vote in your favor. Republican doctrines 
and declarations are accompanied with a continual protest against any interference whatever with 
your slaves, or with you about your slaves. Surely, this does not encourage them to revolt. True, 
we do, in common with "our fathers, who framed the Government under which we live," declare 
our belief that slavery is wrong; but the slaves do not hear us declare even this. For anything we 
say or do, the slaves would scarcely know there is a Republican party. I believe they would not, 
in fact, generally know it but for your misrepresentations of us, in their hearing. In your political 
contests among yourselves, each faction charges the other with sympathy with Black 
Republicanism; and then, to give point to the charge, defines Black Republicanism to simply be 
insurrection, blood and thunder among the slaves... 


John Brown's effort was peculiar. It was not a slave insurrection. It was an attempt by white men 
to get up a revolt among slaves, in which the slaves refused to participate. In fact, it was so 


absurd that the slaves, with all their ignorance, saw plainly enough it could not succeed. That 
affair, in its philosophy, corresponds with the many attempts, relate? in history, at the 
assassination of kings and emperors. An enthusiast broods over the oppression of a people till ha 
fancies himself commissioned by Heaven to liberate them. He ventures the attempt, which ends 
in little else than his own execution. 


John Brown’s Body 


John Brown’s Body Lies a-Mouldering in the Grave was a song penned in 1861 by soldiers of 
the Massachusetts 12 Regiment and it quickly became the unofficial anthem of the Union army. 
Julia Ward Howe, on hearing soldiers sing “John Brown’s Body” wrote the lyrics of the “Battle 
Hymn of the Republic,” using the same tune, for what she saw as a more appropriate alternative 
to the soldiers’ song. 


John Brown's body lies a-mouldering in the grave, /I 
John Brown's body lies a-mouldering in the grave, 
But his soul goes marching on. 

Chorus: 

Glory, glory, hallelujah, /I 
Glory, glory, hallelujah, 

His soul goes marching on. 


He's gone to be a soldier in the Army of the Lord, /I 
He's gone to be a soldier in the Army of the Lord, 
His soul goes marching on. 

Chorus: 


John Brown's knapsack is strapped upon his back, / 
John Brown's knapsack is strapped upon his back, 
His soul goes marching on. 

Chorus: 


John Brown died that the slaves might be free, / 
John Brown died that the slaves might be free, 
His soul goes marching on. 

Chorus: 


The stars above in Heaven now are looking kindly down, / 
The stars above in Heaven now are looking kindly down, 
His soul goes marching on. 

Chorus: 


